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Shatkarma  
(Six Fold Cleansing Techniques Of Hatha Yoga) 

 
Dr. Vijay Singh Gusain 
 
 

Cleansing: A Natural Process 
 

      The human body is constantly throwing off waste materials through its natural 
mechanisms via four organs. Kidneys eliminate uric acid and other waste products, 
which come through the blood. Skin removes waste materials through perspiration, 
which contains toxins. Liver and large intestines eliminates toxins in form of undigested 
food and fecal matter. Lungs eliminate carbon dioxide and other gases. 
     We throw away impurities of the body through various openings by means of 
perspiration, urine, excretion and breathing. But for this excretory system, the body 
would be loaded with disease carrying poisons. In nature cure, according to the law of 
unity of causes, all diseases are caused due to the accumulation of morbid (waste 
material) and matter (toxins) in our body. Louis Kuhne, western naturopath said “there 
is only one cause of disease (accumulated of morbid matters), and there is only one 
disease which shows itself under different forms” Naturopathy agree that there is only 
one treatment (cure) that is cleanliness. 
 

Cleansing: An Unnatural Process 
   (The Hatha Yogis ways to stay healthy and gain control over involuntary organs) 
 

      Hatha yoga developed a method of six fold yogic cleansing process, called Shat 
Karma or Shuddhi Kriyas, in order to remove waste materials and toxins properly. The 
names of these six kriyas are dhauti, basti, neti, nauli, kapalabhati, and tratak; which 
subsequently cleanse the stomach and lungs, the colon, the nasal passage and sinuses, 
the abdominal organs, the skull and respiratory organs and gazing exercise for the eyes 
as well as mind and consciousness; and. The details of the cleansing techniques are 
given below: 
1.Dhauti: Any process of cleansing with air, water, breath (or prana) is generally 
termed dhauti, in Hathayoga. This may be in respect of an organ or organs which are to 
be kept clean and thus purified. The removal of pathogenic metabolites may be either 
internal or external (antaradhauti –bahishkrata). In all there are over 13 major dhauitis 
and nearly an equal number or variations. Let us explain briefly each one of them. 
A.Danta dhauti is subdivided into five categories as under: 
a.Dantamula: It refers to cleaning of the teeth, commonly done by a civilized person. 
Along with cleaning of the teeth, it is important to massage the gums, which strengthens 
the gums and squeezes out the impure matters from the gum pores. 
b.Jihvamula: It refers to cleaning of the tongue and root of the tongue. For this purpose, 
three fingers (the index, middle and ring fingers) are joined together, inserted into the 
upper throat in order to rub well the root of the tongue. These days, mouth washes and 
gargles with salt water are also essential to keep the throat clean. 
c.Karna: It refers to the cleaning of the outer parts of the ears. 
d.Karna Randhara: It refers to a slight inner cleaning of the ears. The wax of the ear is    
easily removed, when it becomes hardened, with a piece of cotton or ear bud. Now 
days, occasional syringe with slightly warm water can be used. Too frequent 
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syringing may be harmful.  
e.Kapala Randhra: It refers to the cleaning of the frontal     
sinuses.  
B.Hrad Dhauti (Chest & Throat) is divided into three 
categories as under: 
a.Danda Dhauti: It refers to cleaning by means if a twig 
or rubber tube. For this purpose, lukewarm saline water 
is drunk; a rubber tube (danda), which is about 1cm 
in diameter and about a meter long, is slowly pushed 
down into the stomach.When it reaches the stomach, 
practitioner bends forward. All the water comes out by 
siphon action. The stomach should be suck in and bulge 
out, if necessary. The tube should gently be removed. 
b.Vamana: Vaman dhauti is also called or jala dhauti. 
For this purpose, the practitioner sit on heels, and drink 
lukewarm saline water till can take no more, or till feel 
like vomiting it out; the stomach is churned; the water is 
taken out after standing with feet together and bending 
the trunk-forming an angle of about 90 degree. In order 
to vomit the water, three fingers (the index, middle and 
ring fingers) are joined together, the epiglottis is tickled. 
Process of tickling is repeated, till no more remain in the 
stomach. With continued practice, one can stimulate the 
vomiting sensation and vomit out the water without 
using the fingers’ tickle. An advanced version of vamna 
dhauti, is known as ‘gajakarni’. In this kriya, the water 
in the stomach is taken out through the mouth without 
using three fingers’ tickling process which resembles the 
water-jet that comes out of the trunk of an elephant, 
hence called ‘gajakarni’   
c.Vastra: A fine piece of well stitched muslin cloth, 
which is three inches wide and 15 feet long, used for this 
cleansing; and it is ensured that no pieces of loose thread 
bangs from its sides. The cloth is cleansed; before uses, 
dipped warm salt water; squeeze the water out and 
swallowed at one end of it little by little. It takes a few 
days to learn and master the technique. In order to get 
the cloth moving slowly without difficulty, a little salt 
water is gulped down along with the cloth. This process 
lubricates the esophagus and the throat and enables the 
cloth to move smoothly. To be on the safer side, this 
cleaning technique is always practiced in the early 
morning on empty stomach, preferable under the 
guidance of an able teacher. When this practice is over, 
drink a cup of milk. This is a sort of lubrication for the 
throat. You need not practice this every day. Once or 
twice a week is sufficient. This exercise cannot do any 
harm at all, if gradually practiced. Everyone will feel a 
little vomiting sensation on the first two or three 
attempts. As soon as the practice is over, wash the cloth 
and dry it. This is an excellent exercise for those who are 
flabby and have a phlegmatic constitution. Gradual, 
steady practice cures gastritis, dyspepsia, diseases of the 
stomach and spleen, disorders of phlegm and bile.  
d.Antar  dhauti (alimentary canal) is divided into four 
categories as under: 
a.Vatasara (wind purification): It is a difficult process, 
hence to be practiced only under the guidance of an 

expert. In this practice, the air swallowed into the 
stomach by closing the epiglottis. Here the yogi trains 
himself to close his epiglottis and, with a sudden push 
with the neck gesture (kaki mudra), pushes a little 
volume of air to the stomach. He rests for a second and 
repeats the same process until his stomach is filled with 
air. Then he slowly belches the air along with the foul 
gases from the stomach. Alternatively, as an advanced 
practice, it also refers to the practice of forcing the air 
down wards towards the intestines and removing it 
through the anus.  
b.Varisara: This cleansing technique is same as vaman 
dhauti described above. 
c.Vahnisara (Agnisara): It is apparent by its name that 
this practice influences our digestive system through 
increased gastric fire. The technique can be practiced 
either in the standing position of Uddiyana or in 
Padmasana or even in any sitting posture in which the 
practitioner can remain steady. In order to this practice, 
exhale completely; breath is retained out in uddiyan, and 
after that, the stomach gets pulled inward due to 
complete exhalation. While breathing out only, the 
abdomen is blown out like a balloon for two seconds, 
and sucked in. Likewise, the process is repeated four to 
six times before inhalation. This forms one round of 
agnisara. The Practice is performed for four to six times. 
It is practice to be performed on empty stomach. 
Agnisara makes the appetite normal; keeps digestive 
system healthy, liver becomes strong, hence keeps health 
well. All the benefits of uddiyana can also be achieved 
through this practice. Patients of high blood pressure and 
heart diseases should either practice agnisara very 
slowly without giving much pressure or avoid it.  
d.Bahiskrata: It refers to partial removal of fecal matter 
from the pelvic colon through the rectum. It is an 
advanced practice and involves much risk. Yogis had a 
good knowledge of anatomy and physiology in the olden 
days. Hence, it should only be practice by a senior Yoga 
practitioner.  
C.Mula (rectal): It refers to cleaning of the lower colon 
with water. It will be explained in the practice of BASTI 
as under. A similar alternate technique called Ganesh 
Kriya can be attempted by common man. In this 
technique, the practitioner washes the hands well, 
applies either mustard or sesame or olive, etc oils or 
Vaseline (can be obtained from chemist) on the ring 
finger; insert it into the anus. The finger is rotated well 
around the inner wall of anal path. This technique helps 
to alleviate constipation, piles, impotency (decreased 
libido) in men and frigidity in women.   
2.Basti: The cleansing in basti is attained by creating a 
vacuum in the intestines by which water is drawn to the 
colon. The difference between the Enema and Basti is 
that the former is caused by water pressure and the latter 
by creating a natural vacuum without any external 
means. The vacuum is created by Nauli Kriya through 
the central manipulation of the abdominal muscles as 
described below. In order to perform this technique, the 
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practitioner sit in a tub of water and practice nauli to 
creates a vacuum by which water is drawn to the large 
intestine. To keep the sphincter muscles of the anus 
open, a small tube of four inches length is inserted into. 
As soon as water is drawn, the tube is removed. A few 
abdominal churnings (nauli) are performed before the 
water is thrown out from the large intestine with mucous 
and fecal matter. This cleansing practice strengthens the 
abdominal muscles, cures urinary and digestive 
disorders, and chronic constipation. Under this practice 
there is no irritation. It is absolutely normal. This basti 
kriya may be practiced once in a week or twice monthly. 
This practice is called jalabasti when water is used to 
irrigate the passage while it is called vayu basti when air 
is passed over the intestinal area. These days, instrument 
of enema used in Naturopathy is a convenient and an 
alternative way of cleansing for the same purpose over 
basti kriya.  
3.Neti: It refers to the cleansing process of the nasal and 
sinus passages of the upper respiratory track. Common 
cold and sinusitis is eliminated. Breathing becomes 
easier; hence it is preferable to do the breathing exercises 
after the neti. Besides removing foreign matter from the 
nasal passage and the throat, it also helps to strengthen 
the eyes because there is a stimulation of the blood 
vessels of the eyes and nose by this mean. There are six 
classifications of neti as under:  
a.Jal nati: Add about half a tea-spoon of salt to a neti 
pot full of lukewarm water. The pot is held in the right 
hand, its nozzle is inserted into the right nostril; the 
mouth is kept open to allow free breathing through and 
the head is tilted slightly, so that the water from the pot 
enters the right nostril and comes out through the left by 
gravity. Allow the flow till the pot is empty. The same is 
process is repeated on the left side.  
b.Sutra neti: The blunt end of a thin softer rubber 
catheter is inserted from the front horizontally in the 
right nostril; pushed along the floor of the nose until the 
tip is felt in the back of the throat, the right index and the 
middle fingers is inserted through the mouth to catch the 
tip of the catheter at the back of the throat. After 
massage the nasal passage by catching the two ends of 
the tubs, the catheter is pulled out gently through the 
mouth. The practice is to be attempted after having 
mastery in jala neti. After the practice sutra neti, jala neti 
is to be practiced. 
c.Dughda neti and ghrata neti: Here milk and ghee are 
used respectively in place of water in jala neti. This is an 
advanced practice of Hatha Yogis. 
d.Vyutkarma kapala neti: This is similar to jala neti, 
with the difference that the water comes out of mouth 
instead of the opposite nostril. This is also an advanced 
practice of HathaYogis. 
e.Sitkarma kapala neti: In order to this technique, a 
mouthful of lukewarm saline water is taken.  The trunk 
is bent forward at 90 degree angle; the soft palate is 

relaxed so that the water comes out of the nose. This is 
also an advanced practice of Hatha Yogis. 
f.Vatkaram neti: In this practice, breath is forcibly 
exhaled through one nostril and inhaled forcibly through 
the same; forcibly exhaled through the other nostril and 
inhaled through the same. This forms one round. Several 
rounds practiced at one time. Functionally, it can be 
called anuloma-viloma vayu neti kriya (alternate 
Bhastrika).  
   Neti kriya is to be followed by a few rounds of 
chaturmukhi kapalabhati, so as to keep the nasal passage 
clear and ensure no water trapped in sinus areas. In 
general, neti purifies most structure in the head and neck. 
It not only clears the nasal passages but also renders the 
nose resistant to many irritants like water, cotton, rubber, 
ghee, milks, etc. hence it is very helpful in removing the 
hypersensitivity as seen in persons suffering from 
allergic rhinitis. Vision also becomes more subtle. 
4.Nauli: Nauli is an abdominal exercise, meant for 
cleansing the colon and improve functions of organs of 
the abdominal cavity. The characteristic feature of nauli 
is the isolation and the manipulation of the right and the 
left abdominal recti muscles. Uddiyana is a basic 
technique required to be mastered before practice of 
nauli. One who maintains uddiyana easily for 15 to 20 
seconds can perform nauli perfectly. Nauli forms an 
essential part of basti Kriya as well. There are four types 
of nauli as follows: 
    The word nauli is not found in standard dictionaries. 
‘Nau’ means a boat and ‘li’ to cling to, lie on, hide or 
cover. The pitching of a boat on a stormy sea conveys 
some idea of the process of nauli. Though, nauli kriya 
can be practice in standing position or padamasan, here 
technique of nauli in standing position follows as: stand 
erect at your place. Spread the legs and maintain 15” to 
18” distance between legs. Lean forward, place the 
hands with the fingers spread on the respective knees or 
thighs. Lower the head until the chin rests in the notch 
between the collar-bones on the top of the breast-bone. 
Inhale deeply, and then exhale quickly so that all the 
tidal air is forced out from the lungs in a rush. Hold the 
breath (without any inhalation) with the chest held high. 
Pull the whole abdominal region back towards the spine. 
For this purpose the chest is expanded and held high and 
diaphragm is raised so that abdomen is drawn in like a 
shape of cavity in the abdomen. The area between the 
pelvic rim and the floating ribs on both sides of the 
abdomen should be made passive to create hollowness 
there. At the same time the abdominal recti are pushed 
forward. For this purpose the practitioner needed to 
isolate the central abdominal muscle-(recti).  
a.Madhya nauli (central nauli): The equal pressure on 
both the knees further help one to achieve the perfect 
isolation of both the abdominal recti muscles and to 
make them stand side by side in the centre. The isolation 
of both the recti muscles should be complete and their 

projection should be prominent, compared to the rest of the abdomen. This is known as madhya nauli. 
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b.Vama nauli (left nauli): After attaining madhya nauli 
by leaning little more on the left side, press more on the 
left knee with left hand and lessen the pressure on right 
knee of right hand then left rectus muscle is isolated and 
rolled off to the extreme left side. The right rectus is 
relaxed at the same time. Thus the manipulation of the 
left rectus muscle on the left side is known as vama 
nauli. 
c.Dakshina nauli (right nauli): While maintaining 
madhya nauli, one leans little more on the right side and 
relaxes his left side of the abdomen. The pressure on the 
right knee is increased and at the same time the pressure 
on the left knee is removed. Thus only the right rectus is 
contracted and rolled off the extreme right side. The left 
rectus is kept relaxed and passive. This isolated and 
projection of only right rectus muscle is called dakshina 
nauli. 
d.Nauli chalan (rotation of nauli): From left to right or 
right to left (clock wise or anti clock wise) in this case, 
nauli and uddiyana are practiced fast. In fact, it is not a 
rotation or rolling as we speak often, but it is the 
alternate isolation of these three aspects of nauli one 
after the other which appears as if moving from right to 
left or left to right. Nauli is an excellent exercise for the 
abdominal viscera. The recti muscles become stronger 
and support well the internal organs. Nauli relieves 
constipation, indigestion, and improves the functioning 
of the liver, gall bladder and spleen.  
5.Kapalabhati: Rapid and forcible performance of 
rechaka (exhalation) along with automatic puraka 
(inhalation) like (emptying and filling up of) the bellows 
of a black smith is kapalabhati. It is well known as the 
destroyer of disorders caused by kapha (phlegm). 
    The word kapalabhati is derived from two Sanskrit 
terms-kapala and bhati. Kapala means skull and bhati 
mean shining. Hence kapalabhati means an exercise that 
makes the skull shining. Kapalabhati is intended to clear 
the nasal passages and sinus areas contained in the skull, 
along with the remaining parts of the respiratory system. 
As the exercise necessarily cleanses a part of the skull, 
the name kapalabhati is appropriately given to it. 
   Though, padmasana is the best asana to practice 
kapalabhati as it provides a firm foundation for the 
practitioner with a broad triangular base. The vibrations 
or the mechanical jerks produced during vigorous 
practice of kapalabhati are easily absorbed and 
counterbalanced by this asana. The force created by the 
abdominal muscles is properly directed towards the 
spine. If any person cannot do padmasana, he can 
assume ardhapadmasana or any other sitting position 
recommended for pranayama, sukhasana, svastikasana, 
etc. The position of the hands may be either on the knees 
forming jnana mudra, or they may be arranged in front 
of the abdomen. Kapalabhati consists of sudden 
expulsions of breath followed by automatic puraka 
(inhalation). Rechaka (exhalation) is the principal part of 
the practice. One can start the practice at the rate of one 
expulsion per second in the beginning. This may be 

developed into two expulsions per second in due course 
of time. One hundred and twenty 120- expulsions per 
minute considered to be a fairly good speed for an 
average man of health. The degree of vigor and speed, 
the measure of a single round, the number of rounds to 
be done at one sitting and the total amount of exercise to 
be done in a day, are things which should be cautiously 
and judiciously planned. 
    Kapalabhati is an exercise in abdominal 
diaphragmatic breathing. There is no deep inhalation or 
exhalation. During every exhalation in kapalabhati only 
as much air is to be exhaled as can be driven out of the 
lungs by a sudden and vigorous stroke (blast). Very often 
people are in the habit of having all sorts of ugly 
contractions of their face when they are practicing 
kapalabhati. This is not desirable. In kapalabhati, the 
muscles acting on and between the ribs, once contract 
remain in the same condition, keeping the ribs raised 
even during the expulsions of breath is essential. The 
diaphragm and the front abdominal muscles move freely 
but there is a very little lowering of the ribs. The exercise 
of kapalabhati is a play of the abdominal muscles. The 
muscles of the thorax are kept contracted throughout the 
exercise whether it is inhalation or exhalation. The 
thoracic muscles are relaxed only when the exercise is 
over. 
    In kapalabhati, inhalation is there only to provide air 
for the next expulsion, which alone forms the real part of 
the exercise. Rechaka and puraka are performed in a 
quick succession, no time being allowed to go by in 
between any two acts till a round is completed. Puraka 
follows rechaka and rechaka follows puraka without a 
break. All the while the noisy and sudden rechaka is so 
much in evidence that the smooth and quiet puraka sinks 
into nothingness. So, in practice, kapalabhati appears to 
be an exercise of successive and sudden expulsion is 
accompanied by a sudden and vigorous inward stroke of 
it. The incessant blowing at the nose accompanied by the 
alternate rise and fall of the abdomen, give the exercise 
an appearance of the bellows of a village blacksmith. 
    A single round for a beginner, the number of 
expulsions (blasts) is eleven, according to swami 
Kuvalayananda. Generally three rounds are given at each 
sitting. One sitting is advised in the morning and one in 
the evening. Every week eleven expulsions are added to 
each round. Every round should begin with an exhalation 
and should end with an inhalation. In between any two 
successive rounds normal respiration should be allowed 
to intervene. It will be found that this intervening 
respiration is usually slow and smooth. This period 
affords the rest necessary for the respiratory system in 
general and the abdominal muscles in particular. The 
length of this period should be settled according to one’s 
own convenience. Generally speaking half a minute to 
one minute should be sufficient for preparing one for the 
next round. During kapalabhati kriya, a spiritual 
culturist should concentrate on the lower abdomen in 
which spiritual energy in the form of kundalini is stored. 
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A physical culturist should think of eliminating carbon-
dioxide and absorbing oxygen. 
     Benefits of kapalabhati (advantages): 1. Massage of 
abdominal viscera leads to better digestive and 
circulatory system. 2. Large scale elimination of carbon-
di-oxide; absorption of oxygen; good exchange of gases 
in the lungs all these pave the way for doing other types 
of pranayama in a better manner. 3. Tidal volume of air 
in the lungs decrease and the minute ventilation increase. 
4.The fast abdominal breathing has a soothing and 
calming effect on the central nervous system as well as 
autonomic nervous system. 5. A person feels more 
energetic, fresh, relaxed and tranquil after even a short 
practice of kapalabhati. 6. It clears respiratory passage 
and keeps it free from impurities. 7. It produces a 
peculiar awareness in the forehead region and enhances 
the effects of BHUMADHYA DRISHTI. 8. It is a 
exercise for the purification of the nasal passage and the 
lungs. 9. Last but not least, this is useful for asthma 
patients as it removes spasm in bronchial tubes.  
Caution: Patients suffering from high BP, diabetes, 
enlarged spleen, enlarged liver, swelling in the  
abdominal organs and ulcer in abdomen organs should 
not practice it. 
6.Trataka: Trataka is steady gazing at a particular point 
or object without winking of the eyes. It is mainly 
intended for developing concentration and mental 
focusing. There are five classifications of Trataka as 
follows: 
a.Central horizontal: Method: Keep a candle flame 
three to four feet away from your body. The level of 
your eyes and the candle flame should be in a horizontal 
line. Sit erect in a comfortable position; keep the spine 
straight and the body relaxed. For one minute look upon 
the flame with a steady gaze and without winking. After 
a minute, close the eyes, relax the eye muscles, and 
visualize the flame between the eye-brows for a minute. 
Then again gaze with open eyes on the flame for a while 
and then relax and close the eyes. This may be continued 
for five to six minutes. Gradually increase the period of 
gazing from one to three minutes, spending equal time 
relaxing the eyes. This exercise stimulates the nerve 
centers, brings concentration, and strengthens the eyes. 
Start doing it gradually. 
b.Vama jatru trataka (left shoulder gaze): The method 
of this practice is opposite of following technique.  
c.Dakshine jatru tratak (right shoulder gaze): Sit in a 
comfortable position and keep the body erect, head 
steady, and neck straight. Keep the thumb in front of you 
and fix the eyes on the nail of your thumb. Slowly move 
the hands towards the end of your shoulder, keeping 
your eyes fixed on the thumb nail-eyes wide open, no 
turning of the head. Maintain the gaze without flickering 
eyelids. Repeat this for the other shoulder. Cup your 
hands and cover them over your closed eyes for rest, 
each time. Keep your breathing normal throughout 
practice. These exercises are the important for eye 

muscles; cures minor eye-defects; helps concentration; 
help to secure proper fixation and accommodation. 
d.Bhrumadhya drishti (eyebrow center gazing): 
Advanced students start concentration by direction and 
turning the half-closed eyes towards the space between 
the eyebrows, which is also known as the third eye. By 
directing the gaze at this point the olfactory nerves and 
optic nerves are stimulated and, in turn, the autonomic 
nervous system and central nervous system are 
awakened. Done slowly, this exercise has a soothing 
effect on the cranial nerves and enables the mind to 
become one-pointed. Advanced students will find this 
exercise very useful as a breathing exercise. However, 
one should avoid too much strain on the eye muscles. 
Prolonged practice without the guidance of a teacher 
may affect the eye muscles as well as the nervous 
system. The same caution should also be taken in nasal 
gazing. In the beginning, practice for a minute or two 
and gradually increase to ten minutes, without strain. 
e.Nasagra drishit (nasal bridge gaze): Sit in a 
comfortable position with body relaxed and gaze at the 
tip of the nose for one or two minutes. Avoid too much 
strain during practice; if you feel any pain or tiredness, 
close the eyes and relax the eye muscles. Repeat practice 
and relaxation a few times. This strengthens the eye 
muscles and increase concentration power by fixing all 
the attention towards the tip of the nose and through it 
the central nervous system activities are integrated. In 
the frontal gaze the eyeballs are turned upward, and in 
the nasal gaze the eyeballs are turned towards the tip of 
the nose. Some people will find the nasal gaze easier 
than the frontal; to some the reverse will be the case. 
Choose any of the gazing exercises, according to your 
teacher’s advice. 
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